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 Responsibility for the conduct of an election rests upon the return-
ing officer, who in the case of a county constituency is the sheriff, in a
borough constituency the mayor. Most of the duties of the returning
officer are, however, discharged as statutory duties by the registra-
tion officer1 or by a deputy appointed by him. From these duties
are excepted any duty of the returning officer relating to the delivery
of the writ and matters connected therewith, and such duties, as for
example, the declaration of the poll, as the returning officer may
reserve to himself. The cost of an election, as distinct from the
election expenses of the candidates, which are limited by statute and
subject to scrutiny after the election, is paid out of public funds in
accordance with a scale prescribed by the Treasury.
When a vacancy occurs in the House of Commons during the
course of a Parliament, the Speaker issues a warrant for the issue of
a writ for the holding of a by-election. A motion for the issue of the
writ is normally moved by the Chief Whip of the party which held
the seat before the vacancy occurred.
Parliament endures for five years, unless it is sooner dissolved by
the Sovereign.2 The Sovereign cannot exercise the prerogative of
dissolution without the advice of the Prime Minister; Ministers may
be dismissed, though dismissal would only be justified under modern
conditions by wholly abnormal circumstances.3 It has for some time
been a convention of the constitution that the Sovereign will dissolve
Parliament at the request of the Prime Minister. The right to request
a dissolution is a powerful weapon in the hands of a Prime Minister,
who may use it to threaten recalcitrant supporters with the expenses
of an election, and to compel the House of Lords to give way to the
House of Commons, unless they are prepared to face the unfavour-
able result of an appeal to the country. A Prime Minister, whose
Government is defeated in the House of Commons on a major issue,
is expected either to resign, or to request a dissolution. Whether the
convention as to the right to a dissolution would survive the presence
of three parties, each with a fair proportion of seats, it is difficult
to determine. \[t may be that the Sovereign would refuse, should the
occasion arise, to grant a dissolution at the request of a Prime Minister
who had never had a clear majority in the House of Commons) But
what happened in 1924 is a precedent to the contrary; King Gedrge V.
granted a dissolution to the Labour Prime Minister who had taken
office without a majority, but with the support of the Liberals who
subsequently withdrew that support, Another situation, more prob-
able under existing conditions, might raise the question of the right
1 P. 82, ante.
* See Cabinet Government, by Sir Ivor Jennings (Cambridge University Press),
p. 382 fif. For prolongation of the life of Parliament by legislation, see p. 3*.
PP.
ante.
8 Part n.» Chap. 4.

